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Changing older persons in a black community

by

Jacquelyne Johnson Jackson, Ph. D.2

In a sense, frankness necessitates the immediate admission of the

prematurity of the title of this paper. Any discourse about change ought clear-

ly utilize at least two temporal points sufficiently enriched with empirical da-

ta appertaining to the phenomena under consideration.

In the absence of a wealth of such empirical data, however, this pa-

per about "Changing kinship roles and patterns among older persons in a black

community" focuses largely upon two purposes related, hopefully, to change.

The first focus is upon some description and comparison of kinship

relations found among a sample of blacks residing in a predominantly low-in-
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come area scheduled for urban renewal within a Southern city. Some differences

between the kinship relations of the younger and the older subjects may suggest

certain changes which occur with aging, while others may be changes attributa-

ble to a changing sociocultural environment , and the like.

The second focus is upon changing conceptualizations of "growing

old" as they were expressed by this sample, and upon certain impressionistic

judgments I harbor about the changing statuses of older persons within black

communities.

Description and comparison of kinship relations foundamonaa_

cific sample of urban blacks. Table I provides a selected description of the

sample of 198 younger (i.e., under 50 years of age) and older (i.e., 50 or

more years of age) blacks from whom data were collected in personal inter-

views in 1968 and 1969, using a modified form of the Adams' Kinship Sche-

3
dule.

In both the interest of time and the more direct purposes of this pa-

per, I shall generally refrain from providing statistical data about the sample

3See Bert N. Adams, Kinship in an urban setting, Markham Publishing
Company, Chicago, 1968, for this schedule, and for a discussion of his theore-
tical and analytical frameworks, which were used, to some degree, in the analy-
sis of the present data.
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distributional patterns in the three major categories of interactional activities,

mutual assistance patterns, and subjective patterns of their kinship relations.

I shall instead provide a few generalizations about certain aspects of those re-

lations, as they tended to exist among this sample.

Insofar as interactional activities during the past year or so were con-

cerned, both younger and older subjects tended to -engage in home visiting with

greater frequency with friends than they did with parents, oldest children, sib-

lings, grandchildren, and cousins. Following friends, a larger proportion of

both age groups reported that they were more likely to engage in home visiting

with their parents, as compared with the remaining kin.

The modal participant in home recreation for the younger persons was

a sibling; in commercial recreation, a friend; and in outdoor recreation, an

oldest child. For older persons, the pattern was most often with father for

home, commercial, and outdoor recreation. Excluding spouses (a relation

not under consideration herein), the modal vacation partner for the younger

group was a sibling, for the older, an oldest child.

The modal participant accompanying a younger subject to church

was a grandchild, followed by an oldest child, and then by mother. The

older subjects, however, tended more often to be accompanied to church
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by a friend, followed by an oldest child.

If the subjects had worked together at the same job during the past

year or so with any of the kin under consideration, they had most often en-

gaged in this occupational activity with a cousin.

Grocery shopping was an activity where the subject, younger or

older, was most often accompanied, if at all, by his oldest child, followed

for those younger persons who were grandparents by a grandchild.

Younger persons were most likely to have provided financial assistance

during the past year or so to their children, as compared with mother, father,

oldest child, and sibling. Older persons were more likely to have provided

financial assistance to their mothers.

Both the younger and the older persons were more likely to have

assisted their mothers (again, rather than oldest child, father, sibling) with

household or ground chores, and younger persons were more likely to have

assisted their mothers, and older persons, their fathers, during an illness.

The younger subjects were more likely to have given advice to their oldest

child, while the older subjects were more likely to have given advice not

to their oldest child, father, or sibling, but to their mother.
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What about aid which the subjects may have received from their

mother, father, oldest child, or sibling? Younger persons were most like-

ly to have received financial assistance from their oldest child, while old-

er persons were more likely to have received such aid from their father,

The prime sources of assistance with housekeeping and ground

chores were from oldest children to the younger, and from fathers to the

older subjects.

Younger persons were more likely to have received advice from

their mothers, and business assistance and gifts from their oldest children,

while older persons were more likely to have received advice and gifts from

their fathers, and business assistance from their oldest children.

In the above, I have concentrated upon the kinship relation of the

participant in the interactional activity, or upon that of the aid recipient or

aid giver. For those of you who may be interested in the percentages of

those who participated within these patterns within any given kin relation-

ship pattern, such data are available in Tables II through V in the handout.

Some subjective data may be of interest. Insofar as telephone

communication between these subjects and their oldest children are con-
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cerned, younger parents are more likely to initiate the communication, while

older parents are more likely to be called by their children. The subjects

are somewhat more likely to call their siblings than the siblings are to call

them, while both the younger and the older subjects reported that they and

their best-known cousins are about equally likely to call each other. For

grandchildren, the pattern is quite similar to that of oldest child: grand-

parents are more likely to call grandchildren in the younger subject group,

while grandchildren are more likely to call the older subjects.

Substantial closeness between a subject and a kinsman (as mea-

sured by asking the respondent how close he felt to the given individual,

with quite close or extreme close being substantial) indicated that, while

a majority of the subjects felt that they were substantially close to each

of the kin, a larger percentage of the younger subjects than the older sub-

jects indicated a closeness to mother, oldest child, sibling, and grand-

child, while the reverse was true for father, cousin, and friend.

Close identification (measured by the extent to which the subject

would like to be like the kinsman) showed that the older subjects were some-

what more likely to identify more closely with mother, father, oldest child,

sibling, cousin, and friend than were the younger subjects, while the latter

were more likely to identify closely with grandchild.
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Substantial value concensus (i.e., considerable agreement with the

given individual in those areas to which the subject attached great importance)

indicated that the older subjects were more likely to fall within this category

with respect to mothers, fathers, oldest children, siblings, cousins, while

the younger group indicated greater substantial value concensus with grand-

children and friends.

Most of these subjects generally indicated that they were not the

prime initiator of face-to-face contacts with their relatives and friends, with

one exception. The older persons, in about three out of every five cases, did

regard themselves as prime initiators of contacts with their parents. Beyond

this, about 20 percent felt that they were prime initiators of contacts with

their cousins, but none of them regarded themselves in this role with their

siblings, as was also true of the younger persons. Interestingly, too, is

the small number with grandchildren who felt that they initiated such contact.

The general impression was that the parents of the giandchildren were most

often responsible.

How important an obligation is the maintenance of kinship contact?

With one exception--and that in the case of grandchildren - -a larger propor-
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tion of the older persons felt that this obligation was very important! A-

bout two out of every three regarded it as being very important for both

their oldest children and their mother, followed, in descending order, by

sibling, grandchild, father, cousin, and friend. For younger persons, it

was grandchild first, followed by mother, oldest child, sibling, cousin,

father, and friend.

An inquiry about satisfaction with present contact with kinsmen

and friends indicated generally that the older persons were far less satis-

fied and desired more contact than did the younger persons. In every case

(i.e., with mother, father, oldest child, sibling, cousin, grandchild, and

friend), a minority of the older subjects were not satisfied. On the other

hand, a majority of the younger subjects were satisfied with their present

contact, with the exception of that with siblings and with their friends.

Some changing kinship roles and patterns among older persons

can be implied, as previously suggested, by comparing the younger sub-

jects with the older subjects. Some of the changes are obviously age-re-

lated, while others are more likely to be the result of sociocultural factors

not related to aging, and still others probably an admixture of both. It is,
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of course, with caution that I suggest certain of the changes which follow.

Younger and older subjects differed significantly
4 in that older

subjects were more often in substantial value concensus with their mothers

and more closely identified with their mothers, were less satisfied with

the contact frequency with mothers, and more likely to provide financial

and "other" assistance to their mothers. Older subjects were also more

likely'to receive assistance in job placement from their mothers. The

latter three areas are probably more related to sociocultural changes,

while the former may be more age-related.

Younger subjects were more likely to get advice from their mothers,

to engage in what they regarded as "babysitting" with or for their mothers,

and more likely to provide household or ground chore assistance to their

mothers.

Fewer differences of any significance characterized the fathers.

Older subjects were more likely to have a closer identification, to go

shopping together, and to give "other" assistance to their fathers, all of

which are probably primarily related to aging factors.

4 Significance is measured here and throughout this section by
chi-square, with values at the x.03 level of confidence or beyond being
considered as significant.



J21..

10

The younger and older persons differed in their relations with their

oldest children in that younger parents engaged in home visiting and vaca-

tioning with greater frequency, as they also did in grocery shopping and

"other" shopping. As, no doubt, expected, younger persons provided more

babysitting services, and were more likely to render financial assistance to

their children, as well as advice. As earlier mentioned, younger parents

were more likely to initiate telephone calls between themselves and their

oldest children, while older parents were more likely to be the recipients

of such calls. All of these changes are probably related to the normal

changes in parent-adult child processes of aging.

Older subjects tended tc live farther away from the siblings closest

to them in age, and to have more frequent telephone communication with their

siblings o They also reported greater value concensus with the siblings,

while the younger subjects were characterized by more substantial affectional

closeness, which might, in part, be a function of their geographical proximi-

ty.

The younger subjects also tended to have lived in closer proximity

to their cousins during most, or a portion, of their lives, and these cousins

were generally older than they, while the opposite was true for the older sub-



1 1

jects. In addition, and probably related, at least in part, to a decrease

in activity level accompanying aging, the younger subjects engaged in

commercial and home recreation, and in shopping together with their

cousins more often than did the older subjects.

As expected, the grandchildren of the younger subjects were

themselves younger than the grandchildren of the older subjects. They

were also more likely to live with their grandparents, and to receive

babysitting services from their grandparents. Younger subjects were

more satisfied with their contacts with grandchildren, and were accom-

panied to church by grandchildren much more frequently.

Younger subjects were also more likely than the older subjects

to provide financial assistance, luxury and necessary gifts, housing,

and childcare for their grandchildren. They were also more likely to

receive assistance with their household or ground chores from their

grandchildren, and, in addition, some advice as well.

While older persons were more likely to be called by their

grandchildren (as was true in the case of oldest children), older persons

felt that they did not see the grandchildren as often as they desired be-
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cause of geographical distances (including, in some cases, subjects and

grandchildren within the same city), while younger subjects were more in-

clined to feel that they saw their grandchildren less because the latter

were "busy."

Most of the differences between the two age groups are probably

directly or indirectly dUe to aging, but I suspect that increasing distance

between child and parent and child and grandchild may occur in geographi-

cal areas similar to the ones from which this sample was drawn if the trend

of relocating those eldery faced with involuntary relocation into public hous-

ing (including homes for the elderly) persists, for such relocation has a ten-

dency to increase, in some cases, the geographical distance between the

older person and his close kinsmen.

There were also some significant differences in relations with

friends. The older subjects tended to report both a larger number of and no

friends, and were less often to report relatives as friends than were the

younger subjects. The latter tended to be both substantially closer and

less close to their friends, while the older subjects expressed closer iden-

tification with friends.
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The younger subjects engaged with greater frequency in commer-

cial recreation and other recreation and shopping, while the older were

more likely to attend church together.

The younger subjects were also- more likely to be in touch with

friends other than their best or closest friends, and t he older subjects

attached far greater importance to the obligation of keeping in touch with

friends, while the younger attached greater importance to enjoying friends.

well.

All of these differences with friends are largely age-related as

Conce tualizations o rowin old" and im ressionistic ud

ments of changing statuses of older persons within black communities.

When asked what "growing old" meant to them, the younger persons in

the sample were almost overwhelmingly rejective of old age. Most often

they defined "growing old" by age (usually_ 60 years), poor health, speci-

fic and negative personality traits (such as "bossiness," "bothersome,"

and"childish"), rejection (indicating loneliness, despair), extreme de-

pendence, and rarely mentioned any positive aspect.
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While the older persons alra-oSt most often characterized "growing

old" by a specific age (most often 70 years, but ranging from 25 to 90 years),

and by declining physical and mental health, and by some negative traits,

they also tended to emphasize some advantages (e.g., freedom from obli-

gations, including work, being able to rest, and "looking back over a

satisfactory life). A few were ambivalent.

With the probable increase in the numbers of older persons in

black communities who will be less healthy, or more incapacitated than

is currently the case, accompanied by a probable increase in such negative

attitudes toward the aged as those particularly expressed by the younger

persons in the present sample, the changing status, in general,' of aged

persons within black communities will probably approximate more nearly,

in the years ahead, that of aged in white communities. If so, in any

number of instances, that would be a tragedy!

1, for one, should hope that black aged will generally continue

to experience life cycles that terminate prior to reaching a vegetation stage

of "withering away" while continuously "out of touch with reality" over any

extended period. Being institutionalized or otherwise housed in such a con-
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dition, and surrounded by other "useless" beings provides no satisfactory

twilight zone .

Certain contrasts in the data garnered from the younger and the

older persons in this sample reinforce clearly a comment obtained from one

of the sample members (47 years of age) on "growing old:" "The way you

feel depends on how you have treated your relations when you were young,

because it does away with neglect (to you) when you are old. If you treat

people nice while you are young and able, then they will treat you the same

way when you are old."

In short, the maintenance of effective kinship relations provides

some base for companionship and assistance in one's older years, and, in

that respect, unless, perhaps, too many social workers and other "busy-

bodies" interfere, black communities will continue to maintain the great-

est amount of support and comfort for their aged, and their aged will con-

tinue to try to be useful, and, if useless, perhaps, to choose alternative

patterns of dealing with the situation so as to avoid becoming burdens u-

pon themselves and others.
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